Increased morbidity of appendicitis with advancing age.
The early diagnosis of acute appendicitis before progression to gangrene or abscess formation is recognized as important to minimize morbidity from this common disease process. As our population ages, the challenge for expedient diagnosis and intervention in older age groups will become more significant. Prompted by recent unexpected complications occurring in elderly patients, we reviewed 100 consecutive admissions with the diagnosis of appendicitis to a tertiary Veterans Administration hospital. All patients were males and were arbitrarily divided into three age groups: less than 50, 50-70, and greater than 70 years of age. There were no patients less than 20 years old. Operative findings were classified as simple acute appendicitis, ruptured or perforated appendicitis, appendicitis associated with intra-abdominal abscess, and finally other when the operative diagnosis differed from appendicitis. Of the 37 patients less than 50 years of age, 28 were found to have simple acute appendicitis, making this by far the most common finding in this age group (P < 0.05). Only two of the 18 patients aged 50-70 with appendicitis demonstrated simple acute appendicitis, with the remainder having progressed to perforation or abscess formation (P < 0.05). Patients greater than 70 years of age were significantly more likely than any other age group to manifest appendicitis associated with intra-abdominal abscess (10 of 19, P < 0.05). Eight patients died in this series, six of whom were more than 70 years of age. In most cases, mortality was directly attributable to infectious complications of perforated appendicitis. There were no deaths in the under 50 age group.(ABSTRACT TRUNCATED AT 250 WORDS)